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: Brief Reviews
GERALD

WEALES

These letters are chiefly valuable, then, because they send the
reader back to the plays to find that he never had to go to the
letters at all to know that Shaw was a human being interested in
human beings; and to remind him that more than a pamphleteer,
Shaw is a playwright and an artist.

BRIEF REVIEWS
The Fields Were Green: A New View of Bryant, Whittier, Holmes,
Lowell, and Longfellow, with a Selection of Their Poems, by George
Arms. Stanford, California: Stanford University Press, 1953. 246 pp.
$4·5°·
else can be said of The Fields Were Green, it is at least
a much needed book. Increasingly during the past half-century, the
five poets studied here have been treated as distinctly sub-literary
figures, occasionally interesting to the biographer or literary historian
but well outside the province of the serious critic. Though all save
Bryant are the subjects of recent full-length investigations, emphasis
in every case has fallen upon their lives rather than their texts. Even
so pretentiously comprehensive a survey as the Literary History of the
United States comes close to ignoring the actual poetry of Bryant,
Whittier, Holmes, Lowell, and Longfellow, and it almost scrupulously avoids any evaluation of their material. The truth is that the
household poets are memorized in the schoolroom, skimmed in the
college survey course, and elsewhere either forgotten or dismissed
with contempt. Yet it is Professor Arm's contention that the best of
their work not only endures but that its lasting value can be demonstrated by bringing to bear upon it the principles and techniques of
modern literary criticism. He makes no claims of absolute greatness
for any of the writers. It is a pleasure to report that he does not use
them in order to flog the presumed excesses of contemporary poetry.
But by carefully defining the nature of their particular achievement
and then by testing that achievement through a series of meticulously
close readings, he adds immeasurably to their stature as artists.
Actually his method is two-fold. He prints in full a number of
selections from all five poets, including standard things ("ThanatopW HAT EVE R
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sis," "The Chambered Nautilus," Snowbound, etc.) but also poems
such as Lowell's "The Cathedral" which are far too rarely anthologized and others, like Longfellow's The Falcon of Ser Federigo or
Lowell's Fitz Adam's Story, which seem not to be anthologized at all.
Between the selections appear critical essays, devoted primarily to an
intensive examination of the accompanying works. Thus The Fields
Were Green becomes at once a highly selective anthology and a book
of criticism, so arranged that judgments and interpretations may be
checked against the full context to which they refer. For the most part
the essays are given over to explication and formal analysis. A particularly skillful exegete, Professor Arms is at his very best when he traces
out and interprets the color-imagery in Lowell's "To the Dandelion"
or Holmes's use of the imagery of building in "The Living Temple."
He is similarly successful when handling problems of drama and of
structure; and the discussion of Bryant's shifting narrator (from poet
to nature and back to poet in "Thanatopsis"), or the differentiation
between Longfellow's two- and three-stage structures (scene and extended figure in the purer poems, scene, figure, and moral in the more
didactic ones) are both especially acute. Arguing that weI slight the
household poets because of a failure to read them attentively, he consistently turns up examples of irony, ambiguity, and complexity of
theme, examples invariably reasoned and never forced.
There is of course a certain amount of unevenness in the essays
themselves. To me, the sections on Bryant and Longfellow seemed
most satisfying, the ones on Lowell and Holmes only a little less so,
while the study of Whittier was questionable at least. Indeed, it tends
to underscore what is probably Professor Arms's major shortcoming.
His critical standards are of the eye rather than the ear; always sensitive. to image and idea, drama and form, he pays scarcely any attention to metrics. Yet the mark of Whittier's badness as a poet is, precisely, his grating rhythm. However adroit, the mere use of prepositions can never offset the metrical roughness of "Barbara Frietchie";
nor does the realization that "Maud Muller" contains more irony
than sentiment overbalance its dear,th of poetic qualities. I also wonder whether the belief that "Bar?ara Frietchie" belongs "with Melville's 'Sheridan at Cedar Creek' and with no other narrative poem
of the war" does not detract unjustly from some of the finer things in
\,yhitman's Drum Taps.
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As for Holmes and Lowell, I think Professor Arms might profitably
have taken fuller note of their theories of composition. Though
Holmes was a tireless critic of Transcendentalism, and Lowell, after
early exposure to the movement, broke with it, both retained a theory
of poetry which we regard as Transcendental or Coleridgean. Repeatedly, Holmes insisted that the highest order of poetry is composed
during a kind of spiritual fit, and Lowell concluded that an external
genius masters him who writes the true poem. But where for an Emerson or a Coleridge this doctrine explained, perhaps even prompted,
the creative impulse, for a lesser poet and one not given to other
Transcendentalist assumptions it could easily have far different consequences. It could become an excuse for faulty craftsmanship and
inferior performance; it could become the symbol of futility and frustration. And that it did in fact have these results is, it seems to me,
the answer to two problems which Professor Arms raises but never
entirely explains-Holmes's uneasiness as a poet, the struggle of Lowell to work in a vein loftier than his abilities permitted.
Still, there is no detracting from the general excellence of The
Fields Were Green. It serves a purpose, and serves it well. An example
of rigorous, penetrating criticism brought to an area where real criticism of any sort long since languished, the book will send many of us
back to a re-reading of the household poets. And this time, I imagine,
we shall examine them more carefully and more appreeiatively.-C.G.

In Cold Hell, In Thicket, by Charles Olson. Boston: Origin 8 (Winter 1953)· 66 pp. 7S¢·

Robert Ernst Curtius has described Charles Olson's talent as returning us to that same presence, ot force, which is evident in a
Mayan glyph. The point is that Mr. Olson's work represents a sole
and major content in contemporary American poetry.
This content is most clearly demonstrated in one of the several long
poems here included, The Kingfishers. Its first line gives us the basic
preoccupation: "What does not change / is the will to change ..."
Not one death but many.
not accumulation but change. the feed-back proves, the
feed back is the law
Into the same river no man steps twice
When fire dies air dies
No one remains, nor is. one
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It is this change, and the force which demands it, which hold the only
'continuity' possible. If a culture is to maintain itself, it can do so only
by a use of this force, and the problem is as Mr. Olson puts it:
I am no Greek, hath not th·advantage.
And of course, no Roman:
he can take no risk that matters,
the risk of beauty least of all.
But I have my kin . .
Despite the discrepancy (an ocean
courage
this is also true: if I have any taste
it is only because I have interested myself
in what was slain in the sun

age)

I pose you your question:
shall you uncover honey / where maggots are?
I hunt among stones

Such problems of change, and origin, are common to the American
temper, but their occurrence in American poetry has become less and
less frequent. Or, perhaps better, they have been absorbed in other
attitudes or left as "European," i.e., relating to a past shared in effect
with poets either in England or on the continent. But this is a simplification of a useless sort. The American, for example, has this reference to contend with:
of the two who first came, each a conquistador. one healed.
the other tore the eastern idols down, toppled
the temple walls, which, says the excuser
were black with human gore)
hear
hear. where the dry blood talks
where the old appetite walks

He can only quiet it, by confronting it. Similarly, the whole area
of how we now live, or can live, is part of Mr. Olson's attack. The title
poem is a form of 'lyricism' brought from the instant, or the single
and abrupt emotion, to bear on all there is for any man, or woman"Or, if it is me, what / he has to say ..." So it is that:
.. hell now
is not exterior, is not to be got out of, is
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the coat of your own self, the beasts
emblazoned on you And who
can turn this total thing, invert
and let the ragged sleeves be seen
by any bi tch or common character? Who
can endure it where it is, where the beasts are met,
where yourself is, your beloved is, where she
who is separate from you, is not separate, is not
goddess, is, as your core is,
the making of one hell

The value of any poem is not at all the fact of any technique, however much it is necessary to be the master of just such things. For the
reader, beyond the way a poem is written or made, is the ultimate
impact of its meaning, what it either can or does mean-to us. Mr.
Olson's poetry provides for much more than delight.-R. C.
Rome and a Villa, by Eleanor Clark. New York: Doubleday and Company, 1952.315 pp. $4.00.
This review is a little late. "Consider Canopus, that long phallic
valley south of the baths, with the room-checkered canyons along the
sides and the Serapeum wedged tight and round in the cleft at the
end." So it goes. This is the wealthy man's Henry Miller. It is also a
poet's paradise. For the burnished-haired writer is obviously a frustrated poet. She writes like this: "Palaces: stairs and ceilings." Then
she talks about "our civilization" and "toilets and closets." This book
came out almost simutaneously with the first volume, and not after
the last, of Le Deuxieme Sexe by Simone de Beauvoir. There is a comparison there, and I might as well make it. I know of no two more in·
telligent women writing.
The book is also the poet's and the rich man's Baedeker. And strictly North American in viewpoint, mind you. "We are not used to hav·
ing the focus of a room over our heads either." This should put an
.end to all travel books. There is constant invention on each page,
almost insistent at times. You fecI a woman surrounded by Italians,
and you "passionately measure whatever ancient walls and columns
and arches they have not yet destroyed."
At last reading of magazines, the book was in its 4th or 5th edition.
It should go into more. It is as interesting as Baedeker and it teaches
you a lot about what North Americans feel in any country. Women,
that is. And there are so few women who are wonderful writers.-G. N.
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The Desire and Pursuit of the Whole, by Baron Corvo, with a foreword by W. H. Auden and an introduction by A. J. A. Symons. New
299. $4.00.
York: New Directions, 1953. xvi

+

Some of the pages of this book are fine needlework; others are blind
cobbling: but all are absorbing. The "good" pages give lessons in
writing technique, the "bad" ones in psychology, and both depend
upon each other for existence. Corvo (Frederick Rolfe) was right in
thinking that his Other Half was perhaps a position rather than a
person-the position of "evil." But he was unable or unwilling to face
the fact, and so the paranoia (necessarily a trap for the homosexual
in Anglo-American society), and so too the daydream vision of his
Other Half as a young hermaphrodite so pure and perfect as to be
evil, i.e., destructive of reality.
As if his own problems were not enough, society offered Corvo
freakshow glasses, and he put them on. What he saw through them
is not surprising, nor is it odd that he mainly was unable to distinguish between one person/action and another: society acts as an intangible whole: the person set upon can fight it only as a tangible
particular.
When people are villains, nature becomes a hero. It is only when
he is not staring at people or people's actions that Corvo's vision becomes 20/ 20-or more like 30/30, as in his description-through-reception of the effects of an earthquake at sea, or of Venice at any time of
day or night. In such sections the honed and whetted verbal weapon
turns to create domestic beauty.-K. L.
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